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What kind of debt does Hill of Fools owe to Shakespeare? Look up „Peteni‟ in the 
Companion to South African English Literature (1986) and you will be told that Hill of 
Fools is “loosely based on the story of Romeo and Juliet” (155). Scan the first newspaper 
reviews (see “The Early Reception of Hill of Fools” in this volume) and it is noticeable that 
a great many journalists focus on the Shakespeare connection as a means of introducing the 
book to their readers. One of the publisher‟s readers, Henry Chakava, urged before 
publication that once all references to tribe or tribalism had been excised “the result will be 
a Romeo and Juliet type story much more superior to Weep Not Child.” The author himself 
reportedly described the book as “a black Romeo and Juliet drama” (Tribune Reporter 
1988). And, indeed, some kind of parallel is patent to anyone who reads Hill of Fools with 
Shakespeare‟s play in mind. 
 
However, it is equally noticeable that in the Winter School lecture (see pp. 25-41), where 
Peteni explores the background to his enterprise in writing the novel, he mentions neither 
Romeo and Juliet nor Shakespeare. I believe the context and organization of the lecture 
itself give part of the explanation for this.  
 
Near the beginning of his talk, in a section he chooses to deliver himself, he goes into a 
long listing of instances from the novel where he has striven to transcribe idiomatic Xhosa 
sayings and proverbial expressions. The passage furthers the argument of the lecture not 
one jot, and is perhaps the least rhetorically successful section of the paper. One is drawn to 
the conclusion that its purpose was to present and justify his enterprise at the outset to a 
particular section of the audience, namely the colleagues and dignitaries from Alice who 
were there, presumably at his invitation, to support him but also to represent the University 
of Fort Hare. Peteni shows himself very aware of the context of his talk: a lecturer from 
Fort Hare (at the time the ethnic tertiary higher education facility of the Ciskei 
„homeland‟), invited to speak at the young and burgeoning National Arts Festival (the 
nascent festival started in 1970, but had only recently gained its principle venue, the 1820 
Settlers National Monument, in 1974). The Arts Festival itself was an enterprise deeply 
associated with Rhodes University, and in particular, with Guy Butler, the man who had 
done so much to see this novel published and who, in all probability, was behind the 
invitation to speak on this occasion. In this situation, Peteni had to show where his loyalties 
lay. 
 
So it was doubly important for him to demonstrate the cultural fidelity of his novel, 
presenting it as an effort to transliterate a segment of local culture in a manner acceptable 
to those who „owned‟ the heritage he was deploying. That seems to be the secondary 
function of the long diversion substantiating the linguistic adequacy of the novel in relation 
to Xhosa language and culture. He would have been strategically very unwise to dwell on 
the work‟s relation to Shakespeare‟s Romeo and Juliet. To do so would have been to sink 
the message he was trying to convey, namely, that an authentic representation of believable 
events in the community of which he was writing could take its place in world literature on 
the same grounds available to any other writer, anywhere. To pull Shakespeare into the 
equation would have raised issues of appropriation, cultural borrowing or 
adoption/adaptation, pandering to western tastes; indeed, a whole barrage of unseemly 
ideological issues, familiar to today‟s postcolonial critics and at the time especially 
troubling to those living under the uncertain aegis of the supposedly „independent‟ Ciskei. 
When current sociopolitical arrangements are at odds with reality, surface ideological 
coherence becomes doubly important, doubly sensitive. 
 
But it would be a mistake to regard Peteni‟s reticence on this point as intellectually suspect. 
Was he in fact called upon to acknowledge Shakespeare‟s influence? As Guy Butler put it 
in his review of Hill of Fools, “The theme is as old as the hills: the destruction of young 
love by inherited hatreds” (Butler 8). There is a sense in which the stimulus provided by 
Shakespeare‟s play was no more than a cogent literary invitation to exploit local other-
than-literary material. Any attempt to broach the issue by means of a traditional „sources 
and influences‟ study would certainly prove nugatory. As is well known, in writing this 
play Shakespeare drew principally on Arthur Brooke‟s poem The Tragicall Historye of 
Romeus and Iuliet (1562), especially for the evocation of Verona, and genetically through 
him on Pierre Boaistuau‟s 1559 translation from Italian into French of Matteo Bandello‟s 
Novelle (1554). Beyond that again lies Luigi da Porto‟s Italian version of c.1530, the 
Istoria novellamente ritrovata di due Nobili Amanti (see Bullough 269-283). The „false 
death‟ by potion trick that wreaks the tragic devastation is even older: the earliest version is 
the Ephesiaca by Xenophon of Ephesus in the fifth century AD, first printed in 1726, and 
translated into English the following year. The theme became a popular one in Renaissance 
Italy, as in Masuccio‟s Il Novelino (1476) where the heroine, Giannozza, obtains a sleeping 
potion from a Friar to avoid marrying the suitor chosen by her father (Bullough 269). 
 
In the case of Shakespeare‟s play, then, we have a rich trail of literary precedents, offering 
a slow aggregation of thematic and narrative elements, some active in Romeo and Juliet, 
others neglected, but the entire complex carried within a specifically literary culture. Even 
disregarding the fallacy of the unique source, it seems clear that none of this literary 
genealogy bears particularly on Peteni‟s project. There is nothing in these literary 
antecedents that infects the material Peteni employs, except by distant and irrelevant 
analogy. Neither, I believe, is the assumption that Peteni was deliberately translocating 
Shakespeare‟s story to the Ciskei of much help. There was no need. To take only one 
example, the Zimbabwean writer N.S. Sigogo recalls the impact of studying Romeo and 
Juliet at school as follows: “The problem dealt with in the book was common in my home 
district at the time” (Veit-Wild 55). Such a response would find echoes, with different 
emphases, all over Africa, and indeed in other parts of the world, wherever traditional or 
arranged marriages still survive. Peteni didn‟t have to invent the story. It was happening all 
round him, and indeed, we have seen that he had experienced in a very minor way 
something not dissimilar in his courtship of his Sotho-speaking wife, Roselyn, many years 
before (see “An Introduction: Peteni in Context”, pp. 7-24). 
 
So how, then, are we to characterize the Shakespearean impact in Hill of Fools? In place of 
directly traceable literary influence, deliberate transcription or transliteration, I believe we 
should be thinking of Romeo and Juliet as an exemplar, a thematic model, a provocation. 
Too often it is assumed that literary influence must be intrinsically genetic; in other words, 
that specific literary features are reproduced or adapted from work to work within the 
medium of a literary culture, either through imitation or reaction. T.S. Eliot‟s essay 
“Tradition and the Individual Talent” of 1919 is the premier twentieth century formulation 
of this notion; Harold Bloom‟s „anxiety of influence‟ (1973) would be one example of a 
reactive theory of imitation. But what about the question of influence in societies where 
literature itself is new, where the whole exciting enterprise of transfiguring the world by 
means of writing and print technologies has to start from scratch? To illustrate, in 1943 
Professor D.D.T. Jabavu gave an address to the Fort Hare branch of the English 
Association, entitled The Influence of English on Bantu Literature. The striking thing about 
the published version of this presentation is that it is mainly a descriptive listing of South 
African vernacular literature to date: there is hardly any discussion of literary influence at 
all.
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 What this implies is that for Jabavu all such literature, regardless of its distinctive 
relation to indigenous language and culture, is a result of the „influence of English‟. In 
place of fine literary importations of style, theme or micro-organization, Jabavu‟s notion of 
influence is that of the pioneer: the very idea of capturing the world between the pages of a 
book in one‟s own language is the astonishing innovation to be emulated. 
 
We must therefore enlarge our notion of literary influence to include what I would call 
catalytic inspiration: the dynamic opening up of local literary possibilities through mere 
acquaintance with what others have accomplished. The example of Shakespeare was 
indeed catalytic, as it had been for Peteni‟s main literary inspiration, A.C. Jordan. Peteni 
shows himself aware of the Shakespearean timbre of Jordan‟s book Ingqumbo Yeminyanya  
in his introduction to the Lovedale translation (1980), noting that “the novel, tragic as it is, 
ends, in true Shakespearian tradition, on a note of hope” (ii). In fact the cover leaf of the 
original manuscript of Ingqumbo Yeminyanya carries an epigraph from Richard 11 
(3.2.155-56): 
 
 “For God’s sake let us sit upon the ground 
And tell sad stories of the death of Kings.” 
    Shakespeare.      
 
This epigraph, which also appears in the published Xhosa novel but not the English 
translation, suggests something of the scope and purpose informing Jordan‟s vision, in 
particular his readiness to understand this story of the tribulations of an Mpondomise prince 
as akin to Shakespeare‟s histories, perhaps in particular his most poetic of Kings, Richard 
11. Richard‟s pitiful meditations on the „romance‟ of kingship resonate strangely with those 
of Jordan‟s young prince called to carry his traditional burdens in the face of the attractions 
of a more independent, „modern‟ life – shades of Prince Hal in Henry 4, Part 1. And it 
must surely have occurred to many of the novel‟s readers that the story of a prince whose 
studies (at Fort Hare) are interrupted by a call to assume his traditional duties following the 
death of his father is not unlike aspects of the plot of Hamlet, although here the prince‟s 
struggle is to thwart the incipient usurper, rather than cope with a fait accompli, as is the 
case with Hamlet. 
 
What was the philosophical relation between Shakespeare and Jordan‟s fine novel? In one 
of his notebooks, preserved in the National Heritage and Cultural Studies Centre at Fort 
Hare, there occurs a passage in which Jordan discusses the relations between history and 
literature: 
The kings and queens of history are surrounded by earls, councillors, generals and 
admirals. They talk nothing but politics or religion. If they want to marry princesses 
of other tribes or races, it is for political reasons. If they decide to divorce, it is for 
political or religious reasons. We know all there is to know about their public lives, 
and nothing of their real selves - - - That aspect of a king is sufficient for purposes 
oh history, but certainly not for artistic purposes. It does not satisfy the literary 
artist, whose main concern is man as man. 
 
To illustrate this, let us consider one or two kings and queens. Shakespeare drew the 
materials for his history plays from North‟s translation of Plutarch‟s “Lives”, and 
from Holinshead - - - Were it not for Shakespeare, hardly any of us would know of 
Holinshead. Holinshead exists for Shakespeare. Those who read him do so in order 
to understand Shakespeare better. Why? Because Holinshead gives us the mere 
externals of man‟s existence, and because of that, the King Lear of Holinshead is a 
British king who divides his kingdom foolishly, while the King Lear of Shakespeare 
begins as a British king but ends as a human being in suffering - - - When we hear 
the King‟s tragic cry over the body of his beloved Cordelia “Why should a dog etc”, 
then it is no longer a mere British King that we see, but a human being like 
ourselves, and therefore more deserving of human sympathy. The crude story of 
Holinshead has become a great human drama. 
(Holograph notebook. ACJ/9/245/5) 
 The passage provides a commentary on the way Jordan saw Shakespeare, but I would 
suggest it also throws light on how the example of Shakespeare spoke to his own processes 
of artistic creation. King Lear, of all Shakespeare‟s plays, is the one that treats most 
concentratedly the nexus between culture and human essence, “the poor, bare, forked 
animal”. It posits a human being who could throw off the trappings of ancient British 
kingship, of contemporary civility, even of community and relatedness, to become (and 
reveal) “the thing itself” in all its terrible vulnerability. If so, we may be assume it to be 
equally true that the human essence can, clothed in the traditions of the Mpondomise, “strut 
and fret” its way through the cultural and social mores of early twentieth century South 
Africa.
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„Essentialism‟, of course, became one of the great critical bogeys of the final third of the 
last century. To make any claims about universal humanity, to parade the big words like 
love, loyalty, faith, and so on, was to prate unconscionable nonsense. It was, among other 
things, naively to deny positionality, betray historicity, mystify the realities of hierarchy 
and status, obscure the facts of underdevelopment and exploitation, obfuscate the struggle 
against class, race and gender oppression. Yet the imperatives of human biology, our 
Darwinian inheritance, say otherwise. Cultural diversity is animated by uniform species-
specific drives, incommensurate in their cultural manifestations, but by no means 
unintelligible or inscrutable. This is the basis upon which the perennial hunger to 
appreciate art and culture from diverse origins rests. And it was the basis upon which 
Jordan and, following him, Randall Peteni, responded to the example of Shakespeare. 
 
Of course the decision – if that is the right word – to respond to Shakespeare must always 
be more than a matter of arbitrary fancy, more even than individual writerly predilection or 
admiration. There is a drive to emulate, but also to triumph through competitive assertion. 
In choosing to respond to the icon of literary culture, an artist stakes a claim to be taken 
seriously by those who validate the consensus. This is particularly true in a colonial or 
postcolonial situation. There is a manifest and inescapable difference between responding 
freely to one of the world‟s great artists, and responding to one whose descendants have 
occupied your country. When Jordan and Peteni draw on the Shakespearean legacy, deftly 
and without overt obeisance, they declare a degree of artistic and intellectual equity, and 
shape for themselves and their people an equivalent, though independent, political space in 
the world of letters. 
 
There is also a difference between emulating an artistic achievement, foreign but germane, 
as part of a fresh cultural break-through in a medium relatively new to your local world, 
and the situation of an aspirant artist condemned to work within a lengthy endogenous 
tradition where the giants are inescapably part of the baggage you inherit. Harold Bloom 
(1973) has written movingly of this predicament of „belatedness‟ haunting the post-
renaissance writer. For Jordan and Peteni, their use of Shakespeare was an effort to „jump-
start‟ a new dimension of artistic creativity for their people through borrowing the energies 
of Shakespeare across cultures. 
   
The question remains in regard to Peteni, why this play, why Romeo and Juliet? Today, 
when the story is such a part of popular culture (think of the success of the Bernstein 
musical West Side Story (1957) or the film versions by Zeffirelli (1968) or Luhrmann 
(1996)), it may be difficult to reconstruct the play‟s impact on African sensibilities meeting 
it as part of a mission-orientated education in the 30s of the last century. Certainly students 
at Lovedale would encounter Shakespeare as part of English literature, and only 
secondarily as drama. Did the students meet Romeo and Juliet in any non-literary form? 
Were Jordan‟s generation at Fort Hare introduced to some of the musical offspring of 
Shakespeare‟s play, to Berlioz‟ stunning dramatic symphony Roméo et Juliette, to 
Tchaikovsky‟s symphonic poem, to the Prokoviev ballet music? (The redoubtable 
Professor D.D.T. Jabavu, mentioned above, was well known for his efforts to introduce his 
students to classical western music – see Bambelo 65). Or, in the visual arts, would they 
meet the impassioned scenes from Romeo and Juliet rendered by Eugene Delacroix? I 
suspect that such extra-literary influence was minimal.  
 
In a sense, what must be argued here is that, beyond the catalytic inspiration of imitable 
artistic achievement, any deeper impact of Romeo and Juliet on Hill of Fools must have 
been socio-cultural rather than literary or artistic. We may need to down-play or even 
relinquish notions such as literary appropriation or imitation in cases like this, and think 
rather in terms of the impetus provided by cross-cultural parallels. 
 
One thinks, for example, of the nineteenth century Swiss author Gottfried Keller‟s popular 
novella, Romeo und Julia auf dem Dorfe (1855), set in a Swiss village. In this tale of 
generational conflict between the offspring of two farmers, the lovers are Sali and 
Vrenchen, and Sali creates the story‟s crisis when he hits Vrenchen‟s father over the head 
with a rock to save her from his violent ways. A stream symbolically separates the two 
sides, just as the river Xesi separates the warring villages in Hill of Fools. Although the 
story deliberately signals its affinity with the „Shakespearean‟ thematic matrix through the 
characters‟ names, no-one would regard it as a literary appropriation or borrowing from 
Shakespeare. To take an even more extreme instance, long pre-dating Shakespeare, the 
classical Chinese drama The Romance of the Western Bower, by Wang Shifu of the Yuan 
Dynasty (1271-1368), tells of the love between a young scholar, Zhang Gong, and Cui 
Yingying (Oriole in English), the nineteen-year-old daughter of a former prime minister. 
Her family, and particularly her mother, Madam Cui, are not prepared to countenance the 
marriage unless the suitor does well in his civil service examinations: the classic conflict 
between love and family honour drives the story. In this case the lover does well, fulfills 
family expectations, and the demands of love and honour are reconciled. In both these 
examples it is cognate social structures and customs that determine any affinity with 
Shakespeare‟s play. 
 
What about such „Romeo and Juliet‟ stories in southern Africa? To the best of my 
knowledge there is only one translation of Romeo and Juliet into an African language of 
South Africa, the Zulu version by King Edward Masinga (U-Romeo no Juliet) broadcast in 
Durban in 1953, a typescript copy of which is lodged in the Johannesburg Public Library. 
Masinga was the first black radio announcer in South Africa, appointed in 1942 to handle 
the Zulu broadcasts of Radio Bantu, and he produced seven Shakespeare translations for 
broadcast (Hamlet, Julius Caesar, King Lear, Macbeth, The Merchant of Venice, and The 
Tempest being the others – see “A Bibliography - - -”). But there are a number of well-
known „Romeo and Juliet‟ type short stories that register as versions of the same story 
complex. One thinks of Can Themba‟s tale “Mob Passion” (1953) or Bessie Head‟s story 
“The Lovers” (1980). The latter is set in a village in southern Botswana and tells of the 
love between two youngsters, Tselane and Keaga. They meet while sheltering from a 
violent storm in a cave (shades of Dido and Aeneas?) where Keaga removes a thorn from 
Tselane‟s foot. Unlike the illicit passion which erupts in Virgil‟s poem, here the lovers treat 
their immediate attraction circumspectly (more like Shakespeare‟s Ferdinand and Miranda, 
who play chess in their cave, acting out a good moralising re-write of Virgil – see Wright 
60), knowing that any „private‟ relationship would be deeply subversive in terms of 
traditional marriage arrangements. However, the affair develops over time, and pregnancy 
creates the story‟s crisis. The lovers face a choice: either they can elope and leave the area 
forever (“The world was very wide for a man” - 97), or risk the forces of traditionalism by 
confessing and allowing customary procedure to take its uncertain course. (The 
predicament of Zuziwe and Bhuqa in Hill of Fools is very similar.) Deciding that the one 
approach need not exclude the other, the lovers first throw themselves on the collective 
wisdom of their families and communities, having meanwhile scouted an escape route. 
Family fury and concern know few bounds. Special pleading by her mother averts the 
threat of death for Tselane. The two are ordered to leave the village until the fuss has died 
down, after which their unorthodox union will be considered. They do so, departing by a 
path which leads to a hill, to be known afterwards as The Hill of the Lovers, and are never 
seen again. Later, the somewhat flighty second wife in Tselane‟s family, Mma-Monosi, 
experiences a vision of the lovers being swallowed into the hill. She recounts this to 
Tselane‟s mother so graphically that the latter „relives‟ the experience when for the first 
time she visits the site of the youngsters‟ disappearance. She returns home, and dies. The 
village packs up and migrates “to a safer area” (100). Only the legend remains. 
 
Head‟s story comes down heavily on the side of individual, „romantic‟ love as against the 
“logic and order” of the “carefully arranged sterile emotional and physical relationships 
between men and women” (93), characteristic of the traditional order. “Mob Passion”, 
described by Michael Chapman as being “in the tradition of „Romeo and Juliet‟” (207), 
emphasizes the terrors of irrational violence. The flashy, mercurial prose of Can Themba 
matches the desperate spontaneity of the fights between Nguni and Basotho factions in the 
township of Newclare outside Johannesburg. The lovers are Linga and Mapula, and the tale 
has a final twist as gut-wrenching as the ill-starred deaths of Shakespeare‟s youngsters in 
the tomb. Linga, of the Letebele clan (Nguni), is caught by the „Russians‟ (a vigilante gang 
formed by Basotho mine-workers who maintained that the Russians had actually won the 
Second World War – the gang actually existed). Linga is just about to be released, thanks 
to his skill in assuming the Teyateyaneng dialect of Sesotho (“It is no Letebele this; this is a 
child of our home” – 37) when Mapula rushes in and tries to „save‟ him. The dialect is 
comparable to the masks worn by Romeo and his friends at the Capulet‟s feast. The mob 
falls on Linga amid accusations of witchcraft (similar to those flung at Othello after his 
successful wooing of Desdemona); to save her lover, the distraught Mapula picks up an axe 
and swings it into the neck of her uncle Alpheus, slaying him, and then moving on to the 
crowd, “half lifting the axe and walking slowly and menacingly towards the largest group”: 
 
They retreated – a hundred and twenty men and women retreated before this devil-
possessed women with the ghastly appearance. But then she saw the mangled body 
of the man she loved and her nerve snapped. The axe slipped from her hand and she 
dropped on Linga‟s body, crying piteously: „Jo-o! Jo-o! Jo-o! Jo-na-jo! Jo-na-jo!‟ 
(38) 
 
Surveying these disparate examples, we can only accept that the real power of Romeo and 
Juliet in Africa stems from its relevance for issues of relationship, family, love and 
marriage, in the context of tensions between traditional clan hierarchies, histories and 
mythologies, and the dynamics of the modern world.  This one delicate dramatic offshoot 
of the English Renaissance, a piece of Shakespeare‟s ‟prentice work gesturing towards 
loose imaginative roots in the Italian Renaissance, evidently still offers some stimulus and 
imaginative sustenance for a continent in the process of defining the character of the 
modern society it wants to establish, its own renaissance. Obviously, similar conflicts must 
arise in many small-scale, traditional societies round the world, as well as in those 
modernizing societies where the pull of tradition is still felt. In this sense, the subject matter 
of Romeo and Juliet was present in Africa before Africa met Shakespeare. With this in 
mind, the notion of passive appropriation or imitation needs to be over-written by the more 
insistently powerful one of cross-cultural recognition: Shakespeare spoke to his early 
African readers, those who met him through mission education, not through some stolid 
process of cultural indoctrination – that was merely the surface mechanism – but through a 
deep and culturally independent sense of recognition. A prime example here is that of Sol 
Plaatje, recalling his own courtship: 
 
While reading Cymbeline, I met the girl who afterwards became my wife. I was not 
then as well acquainted with her language – the Xosa – as I am now; and although 
she had a better grip of mine – the Sechuana – I was doubtful whether I could make 
her understand my innermost feelings in it, so in coming to an understanding we 
both used the language of educated people – the language which Shakespeare wrote 
– which happened to be the official language of our country at the time. Some of the 
daily epistles were rather lengthy, for I usually started with the bare intention of 
expressing the affections of my heart but generally finished up by completely 
unburdening my soul. For command of language and giving expression to abstract 
ideas, the success of my efforts was second only to that of my wife‟s, and it is easy 
to divine that Shakespeare‟s poems fed our thoughts. 
 
It may be depended upon that we both read Romeo and Juliet. My people resented 
the idea of my marrying a girl who spoke a language which, like the Hottentot 
language, had clicks in it; while her people likewise abominated the idea of giving 
their daughter in marriage to a fellow who spoke a language so imperfect as to be 
without any clicks. But the civilized laws of the Cape Colony saved us from a 
double tragedy in a cemetery, and our erstwhile objecting relatives have lived to 
award their benediction to the growth of our Chuana-M‟Bo family which is 
bilingual both in the vernaculars and in European languages. 
   (See A Book of Homage to Shakespeare: 336-39) 
 
 
Taken in full detail, Peteni‟s tale counterpoints Shakespeare‟s story in many fascinating ways, but 
it is not the business of this article to explore this in any detail. The aim here is to establish a more 
accurate basis for appreciating the relation between Peteni‟s novel and Shakespeare‟s play.  A few 
remarks must suffice to lay rough foundations for more detailed readings in which this rich cross-
textuality can strike home in full force. 
 
Briefly, instead of a far-off “fair Verona”, we have a rural setting in the Eastern Cape of South 
Africa, in the shadow of Bhukazana mountain, known in English as the Hogsbacks. Shakespeare‟s 
“[t]wo households, both alike in dignity” are here the Langa family who live in the Hlubi village of 
Kwazidenge, and the Ngomas from a Thembu village across the Xesi river (known in English as 
the Keiskamma, from the Khoi suffix “kamma” meaning “place of water”). Water, not land, 
determines the pattern of human settlement, something that should be born in mind by western 
readers who might otherwise construe Peteni‟s landscape solely in terms of Arnoldian allegory. 
“Ideally,” writes Peires, “each chiefdom had its own river and each subchiefdom had its own 
tributary. The hinterland was no more than the appendage of the river, an undefined reservoir of 
pasturage and hunting-ground to which different communities had overlapping claims” (2). The 
Xesi river is the source of life for both villages, red and violent in flood as it tears away the soil of 
impoverished villages upstream, tranquil at other times. Instead of the piazza in Verona, we have 
the ancient stepping stones at a ford linking the two banks, near a pool where the children play and 
swim, and the youngsters do their courting. On the Thembu bank is the open grass-covered space 
where young men engage in the sport of stick-fighting on special occasions – later the setting for 
the fatal faction fight. The Langa family lives on a ridge overlooking the Zingcuka river, a 
tributary of the Xesi, whose source is “a lake of clear crystal water on the summit of Bhukazana 
mountain” which is “fed by water from the interior of the earth and, according to legend, is the 
home of a mysterious water snake which feeds on dirty objects in the lake and helps to keep the 
water clean” (4-5).3 J.J.R. Jolobe in his long poem Thuthula speaks of “the Hogsback mount - - - 
Relieved by streamlets making tiny falls/ Like milk forever pouring from a gourd” (111, 99-103), 
but to the best of my knowledge there is no “gourd”, no “lake of crystal water”, though the 
mountain water coming off the Hogsbacks is indeed pure and clean. What Peteni‟s topographical 
innovation supplies is a sense of the Zingcuka tributary (and by association, those living alongside 
it) as somehow morally pure, distinct from the changeable, troubled Xesi.   
 
The Langas have a beautiful, rather spoilt daughter, Zuziwe, child of their old age – in Afrikaans 
she would be called a “laat lammetjie” (a late lambkin, one that appears beyond the time when 
such events are to be expected). She is the Juliet figure.
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 Zuziwe is already promised to a much 
older man, Ntabeni Mlilo, a wealthy, pompous church-warden, the equivalent of Paris in 
Shakespeare‟s play. The villages are not only in close physical proximity, but Zuziwe‟s mother is a 
Thembu and Zuziwe often crosses the river to stay in the Thembu village with her uncle, her 
mother‟s brother, and his wife. In fact, she falls in love with a Thembu boy, Bhuqa (the Romeo 
figure), a handsome, engaging youngster, full of passion and fun, and not wholly responsible (in 
other words, a normal teenager). Although Zuziwe is special to him, he also shares his favours 
with several Thembu girls. Having fallen for Bhuqa, Zuziwe refuses to marry Ntabeni, much to the 
dismay of her extended family who has agreed to the marriage. Her father, Mvangeli Langa is 
sympathetic to her decision, but matters are precipitated by the faction-fighting that breaks out 
between the young blades indirectly as a consequence of this illicit romance. In Shakespeare‟s 
play, Benvolio, the man of reason and goodwill, is set against Tybalt, the man of unbridled 
aggression. Here the equivalent characters are the thoughtful Mlenzana and the fiery, reckless 
Diliza, leader of the young Hlubi warriors. Katana seems to be the equivalent of Mercutio. The 
place where the young warriors gather to prepare for this fight, and every fight, on the Hlubi side is 
dubbed by Peteni the “hill of fools”.  
 
The novel is as opaque as Shakespeare‟s play on the origins of the traditional enmity. In response 
to Zuziwe‟s gentle inquiry as to why he wishes to hurt people who have never hurt him, Diliza 
replies: 
 
“I hate them because I must. I was brought up to hate them - - - If you ask me why I must 
kill the Thembus, you may as well ask the wind why it blows dust into my eyes - - - Don‟t 
ask me. Ask the maker of these things and the maker of me - - - I can no more suppress my 
urge to kill than the other creatures which God created. If I didn‟t believe that a Thembu 
boy must be destroyed, I would not be a true Hlubi boy.” 
        (3) 
 
The emphasis in the novel is on replacing such aberrant, senseless custom with reason, tolerance 
and public discussion. Peteni plunges deep into issues of the place of violence in human nature, 
and its relation to our animal origins. In place of Darwin or Konrad Lorenz (1966), he supplies 
animal analogies, almost parables. A cat is caught and torn to pieces by dogs: 
 
When the cat was dead, the dogs left, returned to their homes and went about their daily 
business as if nothing had happened. They were not in the least interested in the carcass. 
They had not attacked the cat because they wanted food to eat, but because the instinct to 
kill had been aroused, and had grown into a force as terrible, as irresistible, as destructive 
as the raging torrent of the Xesi river when it overflows its banks. 
         (23) 
 
The cat had been sitting on an old tree stump, just out of reach of the dogs. Its mistake was to 
move: “The cat was safe from danger as long as it remained calm and kept its wits” (22). (This 
particular illustration could be taken almost as a manifesto for Peteni‟s position in the Ciskei 
political debacle.) Peteni‟s exploration of human motivation here finds no parallel in Romeo and 
Juliet, though the play enacts the aggressive drives in the guise of Elizabethan prejudices about 
Italian temperament.
5
 The emphasis on endemic violence is consonant with Peteni‟s project of 
presenting his story as both essentially human, and culturally specific. Early modern Europe was, 
of course, no stranger to notions of innate aggression: think, for instance, of Erasmus, writing in 
his Preparation to Deathe that “The first affection of nature is that everythinge should defende it 
selfe” (B iv verso). 
 
There are also rich comparisons to be made in the treatment of Gabulamehlo, the sanusi or diviner, 
with his love charms and potions, and Friar Laurence‟s dubious practices. The sanusi‟s strategies 
for making sure that his divinings are well-informed through prior strategic inquiry contrast with 
Friar Laurence‟s apparent naivety and dotty malleability. In fact the story‟s treatment of religion, 
both African traditional religion and the indigenised practice of Christianity, is marvelously comic 
and humane, as is the contrast between traditional clan and state authority (the police and the 
courts).  The tale is accurate and faithful to the culture it portrays, authentic in its detail and range 
of feeling (I am tempted to invoke Raymond Williams‟s contested term „structure of feeling‟ to 
evoke the completeness of the world it presents – see Williams 156-166) yet intimately related to 
Shakespeare‟s.  
 
To cut the simple story short, the pregnant Zuziwe is driven to a back-street abortionist, who 
butchers her, and she dies at home following an unsuccessful attempt to save her life in hospital. 
Far from helping to “bury their parents‟ strife”, as happens in Shakespeare‟s play, the death of 
Zuziwe accomplishes nothing. Bhuqa doesn‟t marry Nozikade, the most forceful of his Thembu 
girlfriends-on-the-side, and his family, the Ngomas, have to write off the cattle paid to her family 
as lobola. The last-gasp irony Peteni supplies is that Bhuqa immediately leaves the district and 
moves to Port Elizabeth where he eventually marries, in middle age, a girl of the Bhele clan who 
formerly lived in the nearby village of Jojo (the Langas, of course, were also of the Bhele clan). 
The final sentence reads: “His father had grown too old to oppose him in his decision, and was 
even glad that his son had at last decided to marry, not a wild, giddy-headed town girl, but a girl 
with a good, respectable rural background” (151). 
 
* * * * 
 One of the more dubious practices of some elements in the international Shakespeare industry is to 
leap on any and all manifestations of Shakespearean influence as evidence of ideological co-
option, citing everything from intellectual imperialism to sterile cultural mimicry as possible 
indictments. It is to be hoped that the arguments presented here, together with the other 
background pieces in this volume, have gone some way to demonstrate the dignified independence 
of Peteni‟s contribution to world literature influenced by Shakespeare. It is a great pity that 
circumstances conspired to keep him from starting his literary career earlier and from writing 
more, but at least serious discussion of Hill of Fools can now properly begin. 
 
A version of this paper was delivered at the 6th Triennial Congress of the Shakespeare Society of 
Southern Africa, in Grahamstown, June 2003. 
 
NOTES 
 
1. Ingqumbo Yeminyanya  is one of the few works which prompts Jabavu to mention influence as it 
would ordinarily be understood: “And as we know the author‟s acquaintance with Dickens, Jane 
Austen, and so forth we can with confidence ascribe to him the influence of English literature at its 
best” (24). It is hard to see this as acknowledging anything more than that Jordan deployed the 
conventions of the nineteenth century realist novel. More specific influences are noticeable here 
and there. For example, after Duma‟s outburst at the prospect of his sister united to a Thembu  
(“- - - he dies or I die. Take your choice” - 65), Mrs Langa cries out, “I‟ll not let my child be 
sacrificed to a savage so utterly without restraint” (66). Perhaps this is an echo of the Conradian 
vice so powerfully evoked in Heart of Darkness (1902)? 
 
2. The clothing metaphors of King Lear (and Macbeth) are metonyms for culture, as they are later 
for Diogenes Teufelsdröck in Carlyle‟s Sartor Resartus (1833). 
 
3. This is probably in part also a reference to a widespread Xhosa myth whereby the motion of a 
powerful snake is responsible for the seasonal ebb and flow of water in the rivers. Professor Peter 
Mtuze informs me that in his childhood, the seasonal swelling of the Great Fish River was ascribed 
to the action of the snake in damming and releasing the waters. 
 
4. It may be no accident that Peteni‟s youngest daughter, Vuyelwa, was growing up during the 
period in which Hill of Fools was being written. His eldest daughter, Mrs Thandiwe Mafanya, 
remarked that as the youngest child Vuyelwa was always “the spoiled one”: might she be, at some 
level, part of the inspiration for the character Zuziwe? – Interview 14 January 2003. (See 
photograph, p. 101.) 
 
5. Shakespeare‟s play may have had topical Italian connections, and even some local relevance. 
Brian Gibbons points out that in 1575 George Gascoigne was tasked with producing a masque in 
celebration of a double marriage in the family of the Dowager Countess Montague, mother of 
Shakespeare‟s patron, the Earl of Southampton, from whom the latter derived his claim to noble 
birth. Gascoigne was also required to accommodate in his plans, somewhat arbitrarily, the wishes 
of eight gentlemen who desired to appear in the masque attired in Venetian dress. He solved the 
problem by introducing a boy-actor into the piece, who declared himself a member of the noble 
Italian house of the „Montacutes‟, captured by the Turks and recovered by the Venetians. 
Explaining a Monacute token worn in his cap he says: 
  
This token which the Montacutes dyd beare always, for that 
They covet to be known from Capels where they passe, 
For ancient grudge which long ago ‟twene these two houses was. 
 
Furthermore, Gibbons cites Muriel Bradbrook‟s suggestion that recent events in the life of the Earl 
of Southampton made the precipitating circumstances of Romeo‟s slaying of Tybalt all too 
pertinent. During his coming-of-age celebrations at Titchfield in Hampshire in 1595, Southampton 
concealed two brothers, Sir Charles and Sir Henry Danvers, who needed to lie low following a 
fight with the family of Sir Walter Long. Bradbrook writes: “[I]n a fight at an inn, Henry Long had 
wounded Sir Charles with his sword, whereupon Sir Henry Danvers shot Long dead. Both fled to 
the Earl of Southampton who concealed them.” (See Gibbons 31, n.2.) 
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